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THE NEW HELl. 



BY GEORGE T. KNIGHT, PROFESSOR OF CHRISTIAN THEOLOGY IN 
TUFTS COLLEGE. 



St. John the Revelator saw " a new heaven and a new earth " ; 
but it was reserved for the prophets of the present day to declare 
a new hell. The new differs from the old in two respects, accord- 
ing to standard authorities, first as to the number of inhabitants, 
and secondly as to their condition. Father Taylor, who, though 
an orthodox preacher, was an admirer of Emerson, said : " If that 
man should go to hell he would change the climate, and emigra- 
tion would set that way." As a matter of fact, however, the move- 
ment of population has been in the other direction, and the great 
change in meteorology has come about through a cause not men- 
tioned by Taylor, the increase of kindly feelings outside the place. 

Some years ago St. George Mivart wrote a series of articles on 
" Happiness in Hell," according to Roman Catholic doctrines. 
The articles were afterwards condemned by the Pope and the Con- 
gregation of the Index ; but whether they were condemned because 
Mivarf s statements were untrue, or simply because they were in- 
opportune, or for some other reason, does not appear. At any 
rate, the writer seemed to have made it clear that, within that 
great and in many respects liberal Church, there is nothing to 
forbid the opinion that a measure of happiness is granted to the 
lost, nor, until the Congregation acted, was there anything to 
forbid the publication of such an opinion. How large a number of 
the members of the Church avail themselves of the privilege of 
holding this faith, we do not know; though Mr. Mivart received 
from his brethren testimony that he did not stand alone. 

In several of the Protestant churches there is a greater free- 
dom of speech, and we may know more exactly the state of 
opinion. There is a great flood of altruism or sympathy rising in 
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the community, and modifying opinions and practices in all de- 
partments of life. It is not merely that public charities are now 
flourishing as they never flourished before, and hospitals are daily 
increasing in number and efficiency. The fact is that human 
character is changing, and human opinions are involved in the 
change. Witness the manifold expressions of brotherly feeling 
between the religious sects; and, still better, the common view 
that regards this more kindly sentiment as an important advance 
in Christianity itself. 

The student of history perceives in all this a sign that the 
church is becoming more and more conscious of a tendency or 
influence that has long been at work, especially in the modifica- 
tion of doctrine. 

One of the most manifest changes of opinion wrought by sym- 
pathy was that concerning the salvation of infants who die with- 
out baptism. A few centuries ago, at the time of the Eef ormation, 
there was, we are told, only one man of note who taught the sal- 
vation of unbaptized infants. Calvin, Luther, and the great ones 
generally, held that all children of the heathen and so many of the 
children of Christians as were unbaptized were sent to endless 
punishment in hell. In the present day, so great has been the re- 
vulsion that all agree in the contrary doctrine. Practically, no 
one questions that all children are saved. What has wrought this 
great change in opinion? There is no more evidence now as to 
the destiny of unbaptized children than there was then. The 
change is due to the growth of tenderness for the little ones. 

This single change of doctrine has reduced by one-half the num- 
ber of those consigned to perdition — consigned by men, I mean, 
of course. And all people are glad of it. 

The number of the lost is being still further reduced by both 
Eoman Catholics and Protestants. Certain of the former have 
pointed out that the doctrine of "no salvation outside the 
Church" has been overstated. To begin with, the Church has 
made no such authoritative declaration as that salvation is limited 
to its own members. On the contrary, it has taught doctrines 
that seem to many to imply the salvation of great multitudes of 
non-Catholics. 

As for Protestants, there is still to be heard on occasion a 
thoroughgoing expression of the old doctrine, but a more common 
opinion, even among conservatives, is reported in the words at- 
vol. olxxix. — no. 572. 9 
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tributed to Dr. Patton of Princeton. He said (according to re- 
port) that the number of the finally lost will probably be in about 
the proportion of those now confined in prison on earth. Dr. 
Briggs, who is reckoned somewhat less conservative, says that the 
number will be " inconsiderable." And it is by extending " proba- 
tion " to the future world, as Luther did, or by some substitute 
for the Eoman Catholic doctrine of Purgatory, that provision is 
made and opportunity is given for doing so much more than the 
church on earth can do. 

Taking them together, there are in all churches a great num- 
ber who have extreme opinions in this direction. Dr. Hensley 
Henson says : " We no longer really believe the appalling doctrines 
which fill our theology, endanger our creeds and linger in our 
ritual." The general liberality of the Anglican Church, which he 
represents, is well known. Some, like Dr. Gordon, state the sub- 
ject hypothetically: "If God shall succeed, all will be saved." 
Some prefer the statement of Dr. Bradford, President of the 
General Convention of Congregationalists : "We know not, but 
we do not see how any one can hold out forever against God, when 
the fulness of his divine glory is revealed .... and therefore 
we hope, as a duty." 

In short there seem to be, among people in general, four 
states of mind with reference to this subject. The old doctrine 
of endless punishment still appears in some books; the doctrine of 
the annihilation of the wicked has also many advocates; a large 
number are quite non-committal and do not know which way to 
turn; and, finally, there are many expressions of the larger hope. 
Among thoughtful Protestants in Germany> France, Great Brit- 
ain, and America, it is not clear which one of the four states of 
mind is most largely represented — though in America there is 
no doubt that endless punishment is commonly taught, or at least 
held. But the number of those who are to be subjected to its 
discipline iB no longer the great majority of the race; it is rather 
"the proportion of those now held in prison," or even some 
smaller estimate. 

Concerning the state or condition of the lost, the change has 
been quite as thorough as concerning the number of them. 

As long ago as St. Augustine's time, it was a common opinion 
in the Eoman Catholic Church that punishments in hell are 
graded according to the offence, and that even intervals of rest or 
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mitigation of torments are occasionally allowed by a gracious act 
of pity on the part of God. And some have dared to suggest that, 
in process of time, the Supreme Judge may ordain that the mitiga- 
tion shall become permanent. 

In the strenuous days of the Eef ormation, however, and among 
the leading Protestants, no ray of compassion lighted up the 
darkness of their thoughts of the Pit. To the question whether 
the blessed in heaven will not be saddened by seeing their nearest 
and dearest ones tortured in hell, Luther answered: "Not the 
least in the world." Jonathan Edwards said : " The view of the 
misery of the damned will double the ardor of the love and grati- 
tude of the saints in Heaven." Andrew Welwood thought : " The 
saints will be overjoyed in beholding the vengeance of God." 
Samuel Hopkins expressed the opinion that the sight of hell would 
be " most entertaining " to all those who love God, and would give 
them the highest and most ineffable pleasure. The great Dr. 
Bellamy capped the climax by an elaborate calculation, based on 
science and philosophy, in which he estimated that the happiness 
of the blessed in heaven would be increased 9,600,000,000 times 
on account of the misery of the damned. 

After this, there was a reaction. Indeed, at the very time when 
men were saying such things, their own natures were beginning 
to protest against their theology. " Jonathan Edwards's congre- 
gation used to listen to him with tears and sighs and groans and 
beating of the breast, in sheer horror at his words; and the 
preacher himself was filled with anguish at the pictures of hell- 
torments which he conceived it his duty to set forth." " I sink 
under the weight of this subject," exclaimed Saurin, in his 
famous Sermon on Hell, " and find in the thought a mortal poison 
which diffuseth itself into every part of my life, rendering society 
tiresome, nourishment insipid, and life itself a cruel bitter." The 
revulsion, the beginnings of which good men felt in those days, 
has now, a century or two later, become itself a ruling element in 
theology. The pendulum has swung to the other extreme. The 
several forms of expression of this dominating principle remain 
now to be indicated. 

First, we may notice (for passion and hyperbole beget their 
kind), that the former doctrines are now often condemned as 
criminal. Dr. Farrar, after detailing the opinions of certain men, 
some of which are quoted above, says : 



132 THE WORTH AMERICAN REVIEW. 

" These wanton exercises of the imagination assume the aspect of dead- 
ly blasphemy against Him whose name is Love. . . . We can scarce re- 
frain from the question -which one has asked : ' What crimes of men can 
merit the endless tortures here set forth, except the crime of conceiving 
such tortures, and ascribing the malice of their influence to an all- 
wise and holy God?' . . . The belief in such horrors and blasphemies ia 
the worst enemy of the faith and the immediate parent of atheism, of 
wretchedness, and of despair." 

Dr. Briggs says: 

"The preachers preach the damnation of the heathen; and the hear- 
ers hear and accept. But they do not believe it in their hearts. If they 
did they would be more worthy of damnation than the heathen them- 
selves — unless they should at once give their whole lives and their prop- 
erty to the missionary cause." 

Long ago, John Wesley had said, " Calvin's God is my Devil !" 
and now there are many who say the same of Wesley's God. 
And these new opinions are expressed, not merely by Universalists 
and Unitarians, but by members of orthodox or conservative 
churches — who alone are here quoted. 

Another form of reaction is that of those who, while they are 
aware that the anticipation of future torments has been over- 
worked as a motive. in religion, yet do not so vividly realize the 
offensiveness of the old doctrines, and are therefore inclined 
merely so far as to shun the subject of future punishment. E. 
W. Dale said: 

" The traditional theory of the endlessness of sin and suffering has lost 
its authority. . . . The appeal to fear is being silently dropped." 

One writer says that in his theological seminary the subject 
of hell, being the last in the course of theology, was never reached 
in the class-room, and therefore never really studied by the young 
men; and afterwards they seldom mention the subject in their 
pulpits. For some reason, most theologians habitually shrink 
from declaring themselves on questions relating to the future 
state. It seems true also that those who have outgrown both the 
excessive appeal to fear and the reaction to silence, who have 
reached a golden mean of rational use of fear as a motive, are 
rather to be found with the liberals than in the regular and 
orthodox communions. 

Lyman Abbott has said that some of the most vigorous pre- 
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sentations of the severity of God's judgment are those which are 
spoken from Universalist pulpits. And it is related that, a few 
years ago, a distinguished conservative official was sending out 
a missionary, and " charged " him with these words : " Whatever 
you do, do not preach hell-fire; preach the love of God." On the 
other hand, in a neighboring Divinity School of the liberal order, 
the students are advised to learn the language of anathema (in 
which they have not been brought up), by reading such works as 
Jonathan Edwards's sermon on " Sinners in the Hands of an 
Angry God," " that you may know how to preach the awf ulness 
of sin and the terrors of hell." It seems that the thoroughgoing 
liberals have matured their convictions, and have established due 
relations with the facts of moral government; while the conserva- 
tives are yet in transition, and being somewhat under the influ- 
ence of terrible anticipations, they have, in many cases at least, 
fled too far away from the objects of their fear. 

In other words there are in the church at large many excellent 
spirits who have so vigorously reacted against the excesses of past 
theology as to lose sight of the truth there was in it. When, 
therefore, with a holy zeal derived from their spiritual ancestry, 
they preach the new dominating principle of love towards even 
sinners in hell, they weaken their cause, by understating or even 
quite overlooking the fact of the severity of God as manifested 
in what we know from experience of his moral government. 

This tendency is illustrated in a multitude. of expressions; 
though we must here confine attention to a few samples which 
may indicate the state of opinion. To begin with the more 
moderate, there was at least a glimmer of new light in Cardinal 
Newman's phrase : " Penalty is ordained as a good in itself." And 
many have accepted such a conception as Dr. Fairbairn's (if a 
newspaper report be correct), that "the love of God forbids both 
endless punishment and annihilation of the wicked " ; or Dr. Far- 
Tar's, that "retribution in this world and in the next is both 
merciful and just." New ideas, however, begin to be manifest 
when Dr. Samuel Harris of Yale declares that " God is as benevo- 
lent in punishing as He is in saving " — in other words, He is as 
benevolent in hell as He is in heaven. 

But even these words only begin to indicate the extent and 
quality of God's tenderness towards sinners, as taught by a con- 
siderable number of the leaders of theology to-day in England 
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and America. Something of their mode of thought may be shown 
by such a sample as follows. It is argued that Christ, " a man 
of sorrows and acquainted with grief," is a perfect representative 
of God to us, and therefore God is Himself a being of sorrows and 
grief; and that Christ came for the purpose of declaring this unto 
men. For the nature of love is to suffer with the beloved. It is 
love that " suffereth long .... beareth all things, believeth all 
things, endureth all things," and it is therefore the greatest of 
all things. Therefore, says Dr. A. H. Strong: "Christ always 
suffers with us. He (who is God) began to suffer when the first 
sin was committed; and he will always suffer so long as men sin " 
here or hereafter. Apparently, all the pains of hell are, by sym- 
pathy, God's own pains, as truly as man's. The "endless tor- 
ment" of man will be the endless torment of God also. The 
doctrine of a suffering God is an old one, in some of its aspects, 
but here its import is newly realized; and it seems to reach cer- 
tain chords of the human heart that vibrate to no other touch. 

Naturally, the theory as to the quality of the punishment in 
hell is adapted to this view of the temper of God. As everybody 
knows, the notion of literal fire in hell has long since disappeared ; 
and even expressions to the effect that the "figurative" fire (if 
we may so call it) will be more terrible than the literal, are not 
often heard or are modified by associated ideas. Thus Roman 
Catholics teach that the essence of eternal punishment is the loss 
of the "Beatific Vision" of God. But we must suppose that 
evil men are rather glad to lose that vision than otherwise. In- 
deed, according to the Church a large number of those who " suf- 
fer " this loss are perfectly happy according to their nature, and 
(in Mivarf s words) " they no more desire to change their state 
than oysters desire to become butterflies." 

But not to speak further of the Eoman Catholics, who are 
probably not great offenders in this regard, I call special atten- 
tion to the Protestants who, for a positive doctrine of punishment, 
put forward such as the following from Dr. Dale : 

"By sin we forfeit our access to God through Christ, and are left in 
appalling loneliness and desolation. . . . The supreme penalty of sin is 
the loss of our original and ideal relation to God." 

But this kind of penalty is just what the sinner likes. He pre- 
fers to be left alone by God, he wishes to be rid of the " original 
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and ideal relation to God." If you hold up to him such conse- 
quences of sin, you hold up only an additional attraction of sin. 

I am far from pretending that these expressions are the only 
ones used by the authorities, but rather that, by their prominence 
in modem preaching, supported as they are by associated ideas, 
and uncorrelated with certain indubitable facts of moral law, they 
form an insufficient support of moral and spiritual life. The old 
ideas being laid aside, or if used being discounted by the hearers 
because they are ungenuine, and the new ideas being fragmentary, 
" half-baked " (as the metaphor is), there is no spiritual food ade- 
quate to sustain a vigorous religious life. 

Once, in former days, when a strenuous preacher waxed elo- 
quent on the severity of God, a cry of pain came up from the 
pews : " Oh, Dr. Emmons, Dr. Emmons, has God then no pity at 
all ?" So in these days, one is often moved to cry out, Has God 
then no justice at all ? 

In short the Hew Hell is often made so pleasant that it is 
liable to be chosen by bad men as a place of residence. Its in- 
habitants will not long be "an insignificant few;" "emigration 
will surely set that way " whenever the character of the climate 
shall become generally known. 

The thing to be desired as a remedy for the backboneless con- 
dition of some modern theology, is not unlike the good old ortho- 
dox doctrine of fear and the sense of justice executed — lest hell 
become like some of our " reform prisons," which, by unintelli- 
gent zeal in goodness, are made so comfortable and honorable 
as to fail of the purpose of prisons. Perhaps, indeed, there is 
evidence that the limits of excess are already reached. For a 
large number of the liberal orthodox, while their sympathies are 
fully alive, and they preach God's infinite tenderness in dealing 
with offenders, yet also as plainly and forcibly declare His equal 
and exact justice, the certainty of retribution in this world and 
in the next. Intelligence and conscience may be trusted to do the 
rest; that is, on the one hand, to clarify the doctrine with reference 
to mischievous associations, and, on the other, to fill out its mean- 
ing and give it definite expression, and thus to set forth a proper 
and efficient conception of divine government. 

G. T. Knight. 



